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Luc Smolders

Luc Smolders is a Maintenance and Engineering Engineer at Antwerp Gas Terminal N.V. (AGT). 
After graduating with an MSc degree, he started his career as an instrument technician in the 
petrochemical industry during the construction and start-up of a plant in 1990. He has more than 
20 years experiences in fi elds such as maintenance, process, safety, and legal. Pump Engineer 
talked to him about his work at AGT, a plant with eight 3,300 cubic metre pressurized spheres, four 
3,000 cubic metre earth covered tanks and two 50,000 cubic metre refrigerated tanks able to store 
propane (odorized) and refi nery, chemical, and polymer grade propylene for customers.

Safety comes fi rst on the priority list at AGT. “A continuous 

training programme for all personnel is in place here 

at AGT and rigorously applied”, said Luc. “In line with 

modern responsible business practice, AGT’s fi rst 

concern is safety and environmental protection. The 

AGT Responsible Care Programme ensures that Safety, 

Quality, and Environmental control systems have been 

properly established, implemented and that they are 

constantly monitored.

OHSAS 18001 standards apply throughout. Everyone 

in our organization shares a personal responsibility 

to contribute to the prevention of accidents, the 

enhancement of safety, and the identifi cation and 

elimination of environmental hazards.” 

Luc’s daily tasks consist of looking for the continuity of 

the safe operability of the complete installation and to 

plan necessary maintenance works. This occurs in close 

coordination with other departments such as operations 

and logistics. “For these reasons Antwerp Gas Terminal 

N.V. works with the Original Equipment Manufacturer 

(OEM) or with companies that have excellent skills to 

maintain/repair and improve the equipment. Because 

of the small number of own personnel, the maintenance 

is outsourced.”

By Andrew Peers
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Pipelines
Pipelines remain the simplest, most cost-eff ective and 

safest means of transport. AGT has inter-linked with 

an extensive network of pipeline systems connecting 

customers to their feedstock supplies. There are more 

than fi fty pipelines within the port area for the transfer 

of chemicals, liquids, and gases. AGT not only provides 

direct connections to plants within the port, but also to 

major plants throughout the Benelux and soon Germany. 

It has currently eight dedicated pipelines that supply 

liquid gas directly to customers. “I am responsible for 

the maintenance and engineering department, so this 

means keeping the whole terminal in a good shape 

and condition. This is a quite a challenge, because the 

age of the terminal is more than 30 years. Due to the 

stringent regulations (safety, environment, Seveso, etc) 

we are legally obliged to inspect the installation on a 

regular basis and act in an adequate way when corrective 

actions have to be taken. In case of new projects, 

AGT has the goal to always install the best available 

technology, regarding safety, process accuracy and 

reliability without prejudice to health, the environment, 

quality and customer satisfaction. One of my tasks is to 

select and in the end buy the most suitable equipment 

that will fulfi ll the described criteria”, said Luc.

Pump types
The most important equipment used in these operations 

is the transfer and booster pumps. “Most of the pumps 

are centrifugal pumps, including diff erent types such 

as the single stage/multistage, the double seal and seal-

less, and submerged pumps, capable of performing as 

variable speed drive or direct, in the horizontal/vertical 

position and with temperatures from – 48°C till ambient, 

and with pressures to 80 bargs. All pumps are equipped 

with a minimum fl ow line. Alarms or interlocks prohibit 

wrong pump operation which may occur in issues 

with the suction valve position, the minimal suction 

pressure setting, low amps, or over current 

protection. The pumps have permanently installed 

There are more than fi fty pipelines within the port area for 
the transfer of chemicals, liquids, and gases.
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vibration monitoring, temperature control on the motor 

windings, seal level protection, and seal pressure 

protection. Flow measurements (discharge/circulation) 

and low level protection is backed up by no liquid 

detection and axe displacement detection. Each pump 

has its own graphical confi guration and historical data 

contained in the process computer. So at all times the 

point of operation can be traced back”, said Luc. 

Each type of pump has its own particular focus, 

depending on:

• start frequency

•  direct driven or not (soft starter, variable speed 

drive)

• seal or seal-less

• running on effi  ciency point

•  product medium (e.g. corrosion in the case of 

dock water applications)

“Due to a various range of operation points, 

the company installs all possible technics and 

controls/ indicators to run the pumps in their most 

effi  cient envelope. Therefore all pumps have an installed 

spare pump and all critical and wear spare parts are 

in our warehouse. The availability of a spare pump 

gives us the possibility to repair the pump at all times. 

When there is an indication that a pump has upcoming 

damage (e.g., seal pressure increase, slight vibration but 

not critical), a procedure is activated where the spare 

pump will be taken into service and the pump with the 

aberration can only be used in case of necessity.”

Biggest challenge
At the moment the company’s biggest challenge is to 

increase the reliability of the equipment. To this end, 

the following activities are carried out:

•  daily inspection tours by own personnel (looking 

for leaks, abnormal noise, feeling vibration, 

abnormal smell, ...)

•  predictive maintenance by vibration measurements 

(3 times a year)

•  preventive maintenance by external company 

(3 times a year):

 o control of temperatures

 o leakages

 o alignment

 o  general condition of the pump group 

(corrosion, coupling protections, bolts, 

foundation, clearances, …) 

•  revision of pumps after dedicated running hours, 

described in the OEM manual

•  improve availability by selecting new materials 

for spare parts (low friction bearings, extend the 

operating range for temperature, pressure etc.

“Our electronic work order system, and the company 

who performed the preventive maintenance, lists the 

diff erent pump failures and costs of all the pumps. 

This will be evaluated on a regular basis and gives an 

indication of any malfunctioning of the pump. Because 

of the various operation points of the pumps, the MTBF 

value is not always a reliable indication. Therefore 

Antwerp Gas Terminal N.V. is working with one company 

who performs the preventive maintenance and this is 

written down in a maintenance contract.”

Purchasing
“When purchasing a pump, a correct operation 

envelope (process design conditions, including medium 

properties and physical position) is essential to give 

the pump manufacturer the opportunity to select the 

most suitable pump. Before ordering a new pump, 

other elements have also to be evaluated: delivery 

price and time for delivery of spare parts, technical 

assistance and references. The technical assistance, 

not only on site assistance but also from the engineering 

department is crucial when there is an operational 

or reliability problem of a wrongly functioning pump. 

Regular and close contact is essential in that way. To 

keep up with new developments on pump issues, I have 

close contacts with our manufacturers. Exhibitions and 

AGT provides direct 
connections to 
plants within the 
port and to major 
plants throughout the 
Benelux.



trainings organized by pump manufacturers are a source 

of new inspiration to discuss pump improvements. 

When facing the malfunctioning of the pumps on site 

it is a challenge to not only repair, but even to improve 

the infallibility of the pump. This is a lesson that I will 

be learning for the rest of my career. Because of my 

already acquired experience, I have been contacted to 

train young and new operators both in and outside the 

company. “

Future focus
In his spare time, Luc enjoys cycling, even in the 

mountains. From the top of a mountain you can see the 

way before you. The future for AGT largely depends on the 

continuously fl uctuating demands of the client/customer. 

“It is quite a challenge for each company to respond 

as quickly as possible to these variations and all this at 

an acceptable cost. The pump manufacturer must also 

have the same awareness, which will necessarily involve 

thinking in line with the client, continuously improving 

pump materials, working with wide operation envelopes, 

and maximizing fl exibility regarding technical assistance 

and spare parts. For me a day is successful when 

a problem, which occurred at the start of the day, 

is tackled and solved by the end of the day. If not, the end 

of the day has to have enough opportunities to go on 

with constructive elements from both sides (company 

and pump manufacturer) to cooperate on the same goal; 

‘getting double satisfaction for the same result’.”

About Antwerp Gas 
Terminal N.V.

Antwerp Gas Terminal N.V. is a one of the largest 

independent terminals in North-West Europe for 

storage of C3 and C4’s. The terminal is located on 

the left bank of the river Scheldt, linked to the North 

Sea. The terminal is operated with 42 employees in 

total. The company is a privately owned and was 

founded in May 1982. The storage capacity consists 

of eight spheres (each 3.300m3), two refrigerated 

tanks (each 50.000m³) and four earth covered tanks 

(each 3.000m³) for liquid LPG’s and chemical gases.


